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Promoting Your
Professional Career
Through
Public Relations
Techniques for Accountants
By William J. Corbett

Knowledge of public relations tech
niques can helpyourcareeradvance
ment. The most successful people in
business and the professions use
PR to promote themselves and their
careers.
Making public speeches is cer
tainly a way to make yourself news
worthy. Whenever you make a
speech, always bring extra copies of
your speech with you and leave
them around for people to pick up
and use later for reference. If there
are members of the press in atten
dance, make sure they get copies in
advance of your talk so they can fol
low along and later avoid misquot
ing you. As a matter of fact, when
you are slated to give a speech,
invite your press friends to attend
the function at which you will be
speaking — it could lead to news
paper coverage for you.
There are many topics of current
interest about which CPAs can talk.
Tax planning, effects of the latest
changes in the tax laws, and per
sonal financial planning are all rele
vant subjects, as is anything to do
with business ethics, judging from
the current scandals we see coming
out of Wall Street. (The AICPA pro
duces year-end tax planning speech
es, and speeches supported by slides
and othervisualsfor use by members
during tax season.)
Offer yourself as a speaker to
community groups, service clubs

and other small organizations. You
could also volunteer to be a member
of your firm’s or state CPA society’s
speakers bureau. Volunteering to
speak can definitely bring you ex
posure. Once, several years ago,
while attending a meeting of the
International Public Relations Asso
ciation, the program chairman told
me that a major speaker had can
celled for the next morning. She
asked me if I could help her line up a
speaker, and I indicated that I would
help her out and do it myself. That
evening, I passed up a cocktail party
and a dinner, rented a typewrit
erfrom the hotel, and stayed up until
the weehoursofthemorning, knock
ing out a speech on international
public relations.
The next day, I appeared on a
panel along with Pierre Salinger, the
former press secretary to President
Kennedy and currently ABC News
Paris correspondent, and important
editorsfrom two major publications.
Appearance on that platform ele
vated my status, but the exposure to
some 800 important individuals in
the audience wasn’t where it ended.
I made sure that copies of my speech
and a press release that contained a
condensed version of my remarks
ended up in the press room at the
conference. Additionally, the Public
Relations Society of America pub
lished my speech as an article in its
monthly magazine, the Public Rela

tions Journal. This provided me with
an opportunity to order reprints of
the article and do a broad mailing to
people with whom the exposure
proved beneficial.
Writing articles for publication can
help elevate your status and increase
your visibility. Certainly, being pub
lished in a professional journal can
help your career advancement. In a
corporate setting, writing for corpo
rate magazines or newsletters can
also be helpful.
It takes real dedication to produce
quality speeches and articles. And
remember, work on these materials
is usually done on your own time,
not on your employer’s. It has been
my observation that most people
who get ahead in the early years
have real commitment and put in
over 60 hours a week. They make a
conscious choice to give up other
enjoyable activities to get ahead. I
have a friend in Japan who has a
family and a full-time job with a cor
poration, teaches college several
nights a week, produces a weekly
column for a business magzine and
is a prolific author of books. I asked
him how he does it all; his answer
was that he gets up at 5 o’clock every
morning, religiously, and from 5 to 7
a.m., he writes his column and works
on his books.
Don’t miss an opportunity to pro
mote yourself following a speaking
engagement or publication of an
article you authored. Merchandise
your materials; make copies of your
speech, get reprints of your article
and do mailings of this material.
Include copies of any favorable news
paper articles that report your re
marks.
One thing you should never do is
ask a reporter or an editor to send
you a clipping of the story. You are
expected to be a subscriber or a
reader. I recall one CPA who told me
that the story we distributed on him
appeared in his local paper. I asked
him to send me a clipping, and he
said he was told about thearticlebut
hadn’t seen it because he didn’t read
the local paper. He was going to call
the editor and have the editor send
me a clipping. I urged him not to.
Very likely, the editorwould be insult
ed that the CPA was not a sub
scriber. I suggested that if he expect
ed the editor to be running anything
about him in the future, he might do
well to take out a subscription and at
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least scan the paper occasionally.
Another aspect of public relations
is community service. Becoming in
volved in your community raises
your visibility and helps you to be
come a community leader, and in
turn, become someone whom the
newspapers will seek out for com
ment. In addition to the exposure,
volunteer activities can also help
you to learn and develop communi
cations, managementand leadership
skills. You meet new people, estab
lish business contacts, and work
with community leaders. Civic clubs
provide opportunities for involve
ment. A good idea is to volunteer to
be program chairman for your club
because the program chairman usu
ally is responsible for obtaining
speakers for club programs. Thus,
you can select those speakers with
whom you would like to become
acquainted. In addition, the program
chairman usually introduces the
speaker, which, if you can attract
important people, will align you with
the speaker and elevate you with
others in the group.
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Bring a Polaroid camera and ask
one of your friends to take a picture
of you with the speaker. Take sev
eral pictures if necessary to get a
good quality print. The photo you
want used should be captioned and
sent to local newspapers, which are
always hungry for local news. You
might also invite the president of the
group to be in the picture, but make
sure that you stand in the middle so

D

opportunity to promote
yourself following a
speaking engagement of
publication of an article
you authored.
thatthere is no chance of your being
cut out. When a group is lined up, try
to stand on the right since captions
are written from left to right. Your
name, then, would normally appear
first in the caption. To really ensure
that you won’t be cropped out on the
right-hand side, stick your arm into
the picture or gesture and have the
others in the picture look at you.
That way, you can’t be cropped out.
(If the editor tried to narrow the pic
ture, there would be an arm sticking
across the chest of the person in the
middle.)
Special events also generate pub
licity about you and your firm. You
can certainly become involved in an
anniversary celebration or an awards
presentation at a local school. Pre
senting even a $50 savings bond to a
student in a local elementary orhigh
school affords you an opportunity to
be on stage, listed in the program,
and usually mentioned in a local
paper. If you can do this in a special
ceremony as opposed to a ceremony
in which other individuals are giving
awards, it may merit special atten
tion by the local press.
You can also sponsor a speech by
a noted personality and capitalize
on the event by holding a small
dinner party prior to the presenta
tion for prominent people who would
like to meet the speaker. Then, invite
a small group for coffee or a night
cap after the speech to give you
further exposure and an opportunity
to be with important people. Spon

soring a seminar or briefing on an
important event is also a way of
attracting attention to you and your
firm.
Professional activities will also en
able you to generate news releases
aboutyour work. Any committees to
which you are appointed or meet
ings that you attend provide an op
portunity to do a release regarding
your attendance. Even CPE courses
provide an opportunity to do a
release highlighting youreducation
al achievement. Almostany meeting
that you attend will provide some
sort of a news opportunity for you.
There are more than ten thousand
radio and television stations plus
thousands of daily and weekly pa
pers throughout the country, and
they’re all interested in receiving
information about activities of local
interest. Local radio stations pro
vide news shows, talk shows, fea
ture shows and public service pro
gramming. If you are involved in an
event, be sure to send a public ser
vice announcement about the event
so it will run on the radio station’s
community calendar. Also, listen for
editorials and commentaries and if
you have an interest in the subject,
call the station, ask for a transcript
and ask for permission to tape an
editorial or commentary in reply.
Controversy makes news.
Local television also presents op
portunities. If you are in touch with
the local news directors of television
stations when tax laws are being
revised, they may be looking for a
local slant on a national story. If you
are in touch with them enough, they
might just call you to be the spokes
person for the accounting profes
sion. Don’t overlook talk shows and
other editorial and public service
announcements since these are effec
tive avenues for communicating via
television.
Cable television has lots of talk
shows, and if you are so inclined,
you can actually use the public ac
cess channel to produce your own
programs.
Establish a relationship with the
media. If a media representative tel
ephones you and you are not availa
ble, be sure you return the call.
Those who pay attention to the press
and work toward cultivating a good
relationship will have much better
coverage than those who wait for
luck to propel them.

Luck, however, may play a factor.
Some 30 years ago, when I was grad
uating from high school, I did a
press release to the Long Island
Press indicating that I had just re
ceived a scholarship to attend Ho
bart College in Geneva, New York.
My press release just happened to
cross the editor’s desk on the day he
was doing a story on teen-age gangs,
which were a problem in my home
community at that time. He called
me fora quote from a “good kid” and
asked me why I would not join a
gang. I told the reporter I was just
too busy with my church activities,
Hi-Y activities, involvement in De
Molay and schoolwork, plus a parttime job, to be bothered with a gang.
The Long Island Press came out the
next day with my picture on the front
page, and the headline read “Why I
Won’t Join a Gang.” (Although I
received a lot of notoriety, some
local gang members came looking
for me and tried to induce me to
make time to join their group.)
Sometimes you have to be alert
for opportunities. In 1960, I was an
Air Force public relations officer
serving in Antarctica on “Operation
Deep-Freeze.” I had a picture taken
of myself depositing my absentee
ballot in a mailbox near the South
Pole. I mailed this photo to the
United States, and it ended up on
the national and international wire
services and was featured through
out the country on election day, with
captions such as “Cool Voter,”
“Frigid Voter,” and other appropriate
nonsense. It was termed the most
distant absentee vote in the presi
dential election of that year.
For all contact with the media, prep
aration is extremely important, wheth
er you are being interviewed or oth
erwise. If you ever go on a call-in
show, where questions are expected
to come in from the listeners, I would
recommend that you have a number
of friends at home ready with ques
tions. The reason I say this is some
years ago when I was publicizing a
women’s tennis circuit, I was inter
viewed on a small radio station in
Fort Myers, Florida. Following the
usual 15-20 minutes of interviewing
with the host, the program was
opened up for callers. Well, no one
called, and it was like slow death
filling up those several hours of air
time without any calls. Always have
lots of material with you because

you never know how much airtime
you may be required to fill.
Most people who are involved in
interview situations have an objec
tive. You should never accept an
interview unless you have some
point that you want to make. Some
one has termed this objective
“SOCO”; it meansyour “Single Over
riding Communications Objective.”
Have an idea in mind — some point
that is important for you to make
that would take a minute or less and
practice your delivery of that point.
When you are interviewed, don’t
repeat a negative question. I recall
seeing Mary Kay of cosmetics fame
on a national news program, and
she was told critics claimed “she
was using God to sell cosmetics.”
She did not repeat the negative
phrase but totally disarmed the inter
viewer when she said in a very sweet
voice, “No, I’d rather hope that God
is using me.” That shows you how
well you can do when you have pre
pared and thought through your
answers in advance. I understand
that Mary Kay’s business took a big
up-turn after that interview.
Also, as accountants, we must be
sure not to use jargon or profes
sional buzzwords like “GAAP” and
“FASB” and we should not get
bogged down in detail. It is always
important to remember to be con
versational but put your conclusion
first. In high school, we learned in
journalism class to use the inverted
pyramid. The same concept applies
to interviewing. Always say the most
important thing first because you
may never get a chance to give your
reasoning. Make your point, and
then move on to the supporting data
if there is time.
Television interviews could be the
subject of another whole article, but
there are a few general tips that I can
give here. Men should always wear
over-the-calf socks so that a hairy
leg doesn’t show. I always tell the
men I counsel to take all the pens
and pencils out of their shirt pockets.
Women should avoid shiny jewelry
orjewelry that might clang or hit the
microphone. Don’t wear black suits
and white blouses on television be
cause the contrast created is too
great. Blue is a good color, as is
camel or grey, and solids are better
than patterns. One big point for both
men and women is not to wear pho
tosensitive eyeglasses because they

will turn dark under the bright studio
lights.
When you are interviewed on tele
vision, try to ignore the camera. The
director and cameramen will get the
angle they want. Talk in a conversa
tional tone with the interviewer and
look the interviewer in the eye. Ges
tures help to enhance your overall
impression but keep the gestures
above the waist. By this, I mean,
make the gestures up around your
chest and upper body so that they
will be “seen” by the television
camera. The most important thing to
remember is to do adequate prepa
ration and to smile. Try to be inter
esting and give examples by telling
stories because that will make you
more of an individual and a human
being rather than someone spouting
off facts and figures.
There is nothing wrong with per
sonalizing the information. You
should say, “I think,” “I believe,” or “I
feel,” ratherthan saying, “It’sgener
ally agreed that,” “Professional litera
ture tells us that,” etc. I would also
urge that interviewees arrive early
so that they can be relaxed. Also, do
not speak too slowly — it’s dull.
I encourage you to study the is
sues and become a spokesperson
for the accounting profession be
cause it will prove beneficial to you
personally and in yourcareerand to
the profession in general. Everything
we do to better explain the account
ing profession to the public works to
the benefit of all of us.
The AICPA has a small booklet
which gives additional public rela
tions tips, “Public Relations Guide
for CPAs.” To order a copy, just call
the AICPA order department at
212/575-6426 and ask for publica
tion #889632. Ω________________
Views expressed herein are those of Wil
liam J. Corbett, Vice President-Communica
tions, AICPA. They do not necessarily reflect
the position or policies of the Institute or its
committees.

William J. Corbett, J.D., is Vice
President-Communications for the
AICPA. He is an accredited member
of the Public Relations Society of
America and is a member of the
Board of Directors of the Geneva
based International Public Relations
Association. Mr. Corbett has exten
sive experience in public relations
and has published in numerous pro
fessional journals.
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